xxii                  THE EMPTY QUARTER

secret longing of my soul, raised my hopes to the zenith with
talk of an expedition to the Empty Quarter. He was minded
to examine the uttermost recesses of his far-flung empire ;
and in me he had a convenient instrument for the mapping
and scientific investigation necessary for the vindication of
his claim to rule the restless sands. I knew that Bertram
Thomas had left Masqat and landed at Dhufar for a final
effort on the virgin waste. I had no doubt that he would
succeed and I was impatient to be off. The necessary pre-
parations went forward in consultation with 'Abdullah ibn
Jiluwi, governor of the Hasa. And early in January, 1031,
my hopes were dashed to the ground by the advice tendered
by him to his sovereign. He was engaged in certain projects
for the extension of his administrative influence along the
southern borderlands and did not want to be saddled with
responsibility for an expedition of a somewhat different kind.
A year's delay would not be of serious moment. So they all
thought except myself. Thomas was already at Shanna, and
on January 16th, when we left Riyadh on the return journey
to Mecca, he was already half-way across the sands* A month
later he was through with it, though it was not till March (>th
that I knew the full bitterness of my own disappointment.
He had won the race, and it only remained for me to finish
the course.

My plans remained unchanged for the following winter. The
king's word stood, and in November I was back again at
Riyadh. But the weeks passed by with never a word from
the king to suggest that he was even thinking of the Empty
Quarter. Daily in the royal train I hunted buHtord and
gazelles in the desert round the Wahhabi capital, while ouch
night Jupiter, consorting with the Lion, mocked my im-
patience with its solemn query. To be or not to be 1 That
was the daily question as I woke each morn to the call of
prayer.

The strain of possessing myself in patience till the word
of fate should be spoken had become almost unbearable*
when, one evening about the middle of December, wo were
sitting in the parlour of the palace. Vague talk thttre waa
of an European tour for the Prince Faisal, Would it not